A HISTORY OF THE U.S.S.R.

The Orlov brothers, officers of the guards, headed the conspirators
and maintained secret contact with Catherine. Early in the morning
of June 28, 1762, they brought Catherine to St. Petersburg from a
suburban palace and proclaimed her empress. The guards regiments
willingly swore allegiance to her. The following day, after an unsuccess-
ful attempt to flee to Kronstadt, Peter formally abdicated the throne.
He was murdered shortly afterwards. Catherine Alexeyevna became
Empress Catherine II.

Catherine II, At the time Catherine II ascended the throne, Russia *s
administrative system and economy was in a state of utter disorganiza-
tion and decline. There was no money in the treasury. The army had
not received its pay for more than seven months. The ships were in
disrepair and the fortresses were crumbling. Everywhere the people
complained of oppression, bribery and extortions by the tsarist judges
and officials. Unrest was rife among ihe masses, affecting about 49,000
peasants attached to factories and 150,000 serfs on landlords' estates.
The jails were filled with prisoners and convicts.

Catherine realized the danger that threatened the feudal empire of
the nobility. She understood that to consolidate the state, the adminis-
trative system had to be put in order, the army strengthened and the
economy restored. She considered that only a strong government
would be able to check the spread of peasant uprisings. While giving
the landlords still more power over their peasants, Catherine in the
early years of her reign nevertheless attempted to alleviate the burden
of serfdom for fear of new peasant uprisings.

At the beginning of her reign Catherine studied the works of the
enlightened philosophers, with some of whom she kept up a correspond-
ence. Representatives of French philosophic school, such as Voltaire,
Montesquieu, Diderot and others, attacked the feudal system and
ridiculed medieval prejudices. They proclaimed the triumph of reason,
which was to point the way to the reconstruction of the social system
on the basis of ^equality of men before law. The philosophers placed
their hopes for such a reformation on the activity of enlightened mon-
archs. They proclaimed the "union of philosophers and monarchs."
This system was called "enlightened absolutism," i.e., a system under
which the monarch was to do everything for the people, without,
however, admitting them to the government of the state. The ideas
of enlightened philosophy were widespread in the countries   where
old feudal institutions were preventing the rise of the bourgeois social
system, though conditions were ripe for it. However, it was inevitable
that progressive bourgeois thinkers should lose faith in the possibility
of reshaping the social system with the help of monarchs. In Russia,
where the feudal-serf system reigned supreme, the^e enlightened ideas
influenced only a small group of advanced intellectuals among the
nobility.